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Hope and Day: Megan Abbott and Jack
Pendarvis Converse
An Introduction by William Boyle
I
read Megan Abbott’s work in 2006. I was a huge fan of Vicki
Hendricks and James Ellroy, and someone guided me to Abbott’s Die
Little. I immediately became a fan. Almost no writer has impressed me more
over the last few years. Abbott has been called the “new queen of noir” by
Ken Bruen, and Ellroy has said that she’s “poised to ascend to the top rung
of crime writing and possibly something beyond.” Abbott’s latest book,
Bury Me Deep (Simon & Schuster, 2009), is based on the true story of the
“Trunk Murderess,” Winnie Ruth Judd, and the main character, Marion
Seeley, is the perfect noir lead: vulnerable, lonely, and ready to be tripped up
by fate, like Tom Neal in Detour. Violent and poetic, Bury Me Deep is
quintessential Abbott. The prose is economical and suggestive, tough and
focused. If Abbott were a boxer, she’d be known for her grace in the ring,
known for coming away without a scratch, known for her quiet poise and
primal aggression. She’d be champ in a few different weight classes. She’d
balance science and art. She’ cut glass with her punch. She’d have you
praying at her feet.
Abbot is the author of three other novels, Die a Little (2005), The Song is
You (2007), and Queenpin (2008), all published by Simon & Schuster; she
has written a nonfiction
The Street Was Mine: White Masculinity and
Urban Space in Hardboiled Fiction and Film Noir (Palgrave MacMillan,
2002); and she is the editor of a female noir anthology, A Hell of a Woman
(Busted Flush Press, 2008). Her short stories have appeared in Damn Near
Dead: An Anthology of Geezer Noir (Busted Flush Press, 2006), Wall Street
Noir (Akashic Books, 2007), Queens Noir (Akashic Books, 2007), and
Detroit Noir (Akashic Books, 2007). Originally from Detroit, Michigan,
Abbott earned her Ph.D. at New York University and currently lives in
Queens, New York, with her husband, novelist Joshua Gaylord.
When I moved from New York to Oxford in the summer of 2008, I met
another favorite writer of mine,
Pendarvis. I was thrilled to discover that
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he also adored Abbott’s work and was good friends with her to boot. For
purely selfish reasons, I pushed for Pendarvis to interview Abbott for The
Yalobusha Review, and he was kind enough to agree to do
Pendarvis, a
humorist who often parodies non-literary forms like
histories and letters
to the editor, is the author of The Mysterious Case of the Valuable Treasure
(MacAdam/Cage, 2005), Your Body is Changing (MacAdam/Cage, 2007),
Awesome (MacAdam/Cage, 2008), and Shut Up, Ugly (forthcoming), which
is a pastiche of the pulp detective novel. What we have, then, are two writers
at the top of their game. Here’s some magic for you.

JACK PENDARVIS: Did you watch the Johnny Mercer documentary on
TCM?

MEGAN ABBOTT: I’m taping it right now! I went to his house in
Savannah. He wrote "Goody Goody,” which is one of my favorite strange
Sinatra renditions (that, and “My Lean Baby,” which is not a Mercer song,
but I love it when Sinatra sings that his baby is so skinny that, when she
stands sideways, he thinks she’s gone!). Did you watch it?
JP: Yes, it was fascinating. How did it come about that you went to Johnny

Mercer’s house?
MA: Josh [Abbott’s husband, the novelist Joshua Gaylord] and I went to
Savannah to see all the good Savannah sites (Conrad Aiken house, Flannery

O’Connor house), and for pirate lore.
JP: I didn’t know there was a Flannery O’Connor house in Savannah.

MA: Yes! Flannery O’Connor’s childhood home is on one of the squares in
Savannah. Apparently it’s renovated now, but when we went, we couldn’t
get in. You could peer in the windows and see knotty old chairs and
cobwebs. And it faced this enormous cathedral that just loomed over
everything. Supposedly she taught a chicken to
backwards in the
backyard. No one ever seems to think of Flannery O’Connor in Savannah. I
think that’s why her house was so under-marked. It’s funny to think of her
staring at that cathedral every day, no avoiding it. But the creepiest was
Conrad Aiken’s house where his parents died in a murder-suicide. The house
just looked like a murder house. When I saw the Winnie Ruth Judd house
[the site of the
murders that form the basis of Abbott’s novel Bury
Me Deep], I thought the same thing. It’s funny how much we import when
we see these places. It’s like the Faulknerian gauze that clings to everything
in Oxford to visitors like me. It’s hard not to look at the courthouse square
and see Benjy and Luster going round and round. The Mercer house was
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kind of wonderful because it became the famous murder house from
Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, so the whole place had this
complicated American gothic feel to it, with all that strange, dreamy
romanticism of Johnny Mercer, and all that tabloid madness overlaying it and
underlying it.
JP: Somehow I knew you would love Johnny Mercer. You sort of know

everything, or all the good things, like the time you told me about Bob
Hope’s mistress. Music is very important in your books. Can you talk a
little bit about the influence of music on your writing?
MA: Music for me is always linked to Americana, and certain songs or
songwriters just cling to me when I’m writing something. Lots of Doris Day
and Jo Stafford for my first book. Sinatra for my second.

JP: I love the idea of Doris Day having such dark connotations. What sort of
role did her image
in Die A Little?
MA: I am just absolutely crazy for Doris Day, since I was a kid. And I always
felt that, even in her sunnier moments, there was this sadness lurking behind.
Something about the brightness being blinding to hide something else. I
had her in my mind through the entire novel because that’s essentially the
story of the book, the gaudy mask that Alice (the putative femme fatale)
dons, and all the darkness behind it. Doris Day’s personal history is so
knotty—all those bad men—and that just floods everything for me when I
listen to her. I wonder if that’s a little like Bob Hope for you? There is
something harder, stonier behind his grin, right? I remember when I read
starlet Barbara Payton’s magnificent and torrid memoir, I Am Not Ashamed,
and she talks about her affair with him, and how he had to
her off. She’s
such a wildly seedy woman, and I love the idea of them together. Barbara
Payton ends up being a pretty big character in The Song Is You. I think I

even mention the Bob Hope liaison.
JP: That’s the only one of your books I haven’t read yet. Honestly, I put it

off because the way you inscribed it to me was frightening. You wrote, "This
is the sleazy one. Please still let me visit you in Oxford after reading it!” Why
did you write
MA: Oh! I think I was probably exaggerating for effect with regard to its
sleaziness, but it’s a Hollywood novel, which automatically puts it in a special
category of soullessness. It was very influenced by Sunset Boulevard and The
Day of the
and What Makes Sammy Run. And I think it’s my most
personal novel in that it’s all about my complicated but heartfelt
of
Hollywood, especially its Babylonian heart.
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JP: The Song Is You just shot to the top of my reading list. I recently played
a Doris Day record for some graduate students and they ran screaming from
the house. It’s interesting you talk about the “brightness” of Doris Day.
The album I was playing is called Bright and Shiny, and all the songs are
about happiness. It’s a concept album. On one song, the chorus is
something like “Ho ho ho ho ha!” But it’s in a minor key, and the laughter
seems forced.
MA: Bright and Shiny—I love that. See what I mean? The protesting too
much, veiling an inner despair? There’s a kind of frenzy to it that’s
completely insane. Why “bright” and “shiny”? Because it has to be.

Everything is good, I promise, I promise, I promise.
JP: You quote Jimmie Rodgers in Bury Me Deep. He isn’t the kind of
songwriter who usually inspires your work, although of course he makes
perfect sense with your plot (especially the TB thread) and your time period.
His voice seems to come from an almost ancient place, although he was really
a pop recording artist, one of the first.
MA: For Bury Me Deep, I listened to a lot of torch songs and old country
music, some hobo songs. Sometimes the rhythm of them infiltrates the prose
and I have to stop because it gets ridiculous. But I remember I had no title
for my last book, and then I heard Hank Snow sing “Bury Me Deep” and it

didn’t just give me a title, it nailed the whole swoony
feel of it for
me. I found Jimmie Rodgers because I was looking for
songs, but it led
me down a path into a lot of rich music I barely knew. I so agree with you
about his voice. It fit with all the hobo songs and lore I ended up digging
into. Not a lot of it ended up in Bury Me Deep, but the feel of it did. I just
started reading a lot of hobo memoirs, collecting all these postcards of hobos
from the turn of the century, and listening to hobo-related songs.
JP: Speaking of hobos (how often do I get to say that?), last time you visited
Oxford, I found you talking to a hobo expert. Is he a friend of yours, or did
you just happen to run into a hobo expert?

MA: I met Rod Wiethrop, whom you met in Oxford, at a book event in St.

Louis, and someone had told him I was interested in hobos. It was a wild
coincidence, but he had befriended Rambling Rudy in the 80s. Rambling
Rudy was dubbed “King of the Hobos,” and died just a few years ago. It’s
amazing how all this semi-hidden/forgotten history of America just shimmers
forward sometime. I keep doing book events where people end
knowing
the real-life counterparts for Bury Me Deep too.
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JP: Can you talk about the voice of Bury Me Deep It’s very strange and
haunted, longing and poetic, and generally different from the tone of your

other books.
MA: Yes, I do think it’s tonally different—guided, I think, by the older time
period. While it’s just 15 or 20 years before my other books, it felt so
different to me to write about the early 1930s, and it took me in very
different directions. As a book it feels both darker than my other books, and
somehow softer too.
JP: Marion [the main character in Bury Me Deep] seems almost Victorian at

first, and it’s interesting how
to Victorian times—generationally, I
mean—the 30s are. I imagine Marion raised in a household where Victorian
times still cling.
MA: I definitely thought of Marion as belonging to a Victorian world, even
if I probably couldn’t have articulated it as such. And Joe Lanigan’s wife,
she, to me, was the full-bloom hothouse, yellow-wallpapered flower. It was
one of the tensions that interested me: a world caught half between a formal,
repressed, oppressive but genteel era and this modern world of fast talk and

fast morals—freedom and decadence.
JP: I guess Queenpin is your only book with a title that doesn’t come from a
song.

MA: The title for Queenpin actually came from the Scottish crime writer
Allan Guthrie. When the book wasn’t yet a twinkle in my eye, he said that
should be my next book title. And the whole idea of the book germinated
from that. It does feel different from my other books in other ways, too—
much more of an homage, and rougher hewn.

JP: An homage to whom?
MA: My favorite hardboiled writers. I wrote it very quickly at the same time
as I was teaching a Hardboiled Novel class at the New School, and whatever
book I was teaching that week started to infuse the writing. So, if it was
James M. Cain week, it started to sound very confessional and when it was
Horace McCoy week, it sounded desperate and lost, and Chandler week, it
cleaned itself up a bit, and Spillane week, it turned rawer. It was so much
about my love for those books.
JP: I don’t know Horace McCoy.
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MA: Oh, my golly you would love him. They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? is the
one I taught. You’ve seen the movie? It’s an extraordinary book. And I
Should Have Stayed Home is a good Hollywood novel (it’s no The Day of the
Locust, but written around the same time, so very interesting).
JP: In addition to teaching those novels, you’ve written a scholarly book
about hardboiled fiction and film noir. But your novels don’t feel academic
at all. They are the real thing, not pastiches. They are literary in the best
sense: in the same
that Raymond Chandler or James Crumley are literary.
They aren’t literary in the disgusting sense of a “literary crime novel” by
some highbrow who is supposedly slumming by trying his hand at it for a
lark. What do you think of such people? Maybe I’m wrong about them!

MA: I find it really frustrating—not really on the part of those authors,
because I do think it’s, 90 percent of the time, from a love of the genre. But
I find it frustrating how much attention they get, plaudits from the
“establishment” (whatever that is) for, as the subtext seems to be, rolling
around in the mud so expertly.
JP: You certainly write real violence, not a
“literary” version. You are
very sweet and write extreme violence (I still have the image of the jaw
skittering across the floor in Queen-pin stuck in my head, to name but one
example). I see no contradiction. Do you?

MA: I am so glad you see no contradiction! Josh says it’s the same reason he

sees no conflict with me being an ardent feminist who loves Freud and Frank
Sinatra more than anything in the world.
JP: The three F’s: Feminism, Frank, and Freud.
MA: Freud and Sinatra both seem to somehow have a more enduring

influence on me than almost anything else. I love reading Freud because it’s
like reading a master novelist and a master literary interpreter at the
time. But also because even when he’s completely wrong, he’s partially right.
Josh has this line is his novel Hummingbirds. It’s about the wife character,
and this part I know is based on me. He describes her as believing that every
act of immorality is a secret
for correction. Sinatra, well, that goes just as
deep. When you listen to him, or watch him, you think, there’s a guy who
knows all the secrets of the world, and he’s telling them just to you. All his
bad behavior, the mess of his life, the rages and sorrows—he wears them all
both so heavily and so lightly at the same time. Somehow, Freud and Sinatra
both seem to mesh perfectly with my feminism for me, but if I tried to
articulate why, I’d probably undo myself.
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JP: Is there a feminist aspect to the prominence of women in your books?
Sometimes you seem to be giving voice to lost or forgotten women,

sometimes rewriting or dreaming their lives for them.
MA: I hope I’m giving a voice to women who sort of occupy the dark
corners of the past. That’s not a conscious thing for me, but it’s something I
like to think, after I’ve written. I love the idea of taking these characters who
flit around in the background of classic hardboiled or noir tales—the waitress,
the put-upon secretary, the neglected wife, the b girl—and bring them

forward to the center.
JP: Do you feel you were born at the right time?

I don’t exactly think of myself being born at the wrong
time. I have a longing for the past, but suspect it’s about longing, not the
past. I mean, I have this sense if I lived in the 1940s, I’d glamorize the WWI
years. Something about distance enabling us to create whole worlds from
bits and pieces of history and our own fevered heads.
MA: That’s

JP: We met because I sent you a fan letter on the internet. So I love the
internet. And if this was the 1920s maybe we wouldn’t
met. But
wouldn’t it be fun to live in the 1920s? But they didn’t have the internet.
Explain.
MA: We did meet on the internet. I forgot! I would never meet anyone
without it. How would we have met in the 1920s? I bet we would have had
an epistolary friendship for many years before I made the long train ride
down to Oxford. And when I arrived, you’d’ve taken me to a secret
roadhouse for Prohibition moonshine!

JP: I’m going to edit out some of our exclamation points.
MA: Yes, please, please remove some of my exclamation points. I think it
likely will make me come off like a manic Doris Day!
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